T he formulary system has evolved to encompass all aspects of drug use, becoming a powerful tool for optimizing the quality of drug therapy while managing costs. 1 In the past, most health care facilities maintained a printed list of the drug products deemed to be most useful in patient care. However, formulary books are expensive to print and often obsolete soon after they leave the press. The addition and deletion of medications, changes in drug products, removal of drugs from the market, and changes in policies and procedures all necessitate periodic changes to the formulary. A printed catalog is limited in its capacity to capture the dynamic nature of most formulary systems.
The electronic formulary was created to address the problems clinicians faced with printed formularies. Its obvious advantages include easy access and the ability to make changes in a timely manner, that is, as soon as they occur. The online formulary offers an institution-specific mass of information that is organized, current, and user-friendly. Instead of thumbing through a formulary book to find therapeutic alternatives to a particular medica-tion, an online formulary -accessible by computer terminals or personal digital assistants (PDA) -can locate formulary matches and preferred agents within seconds.
In addition, the scope of information available via an online formulary is incomparably broader than that of the printed formulary, making it a key source of information for clinicians in a specific health care setting. Links to drug and clinical information, institutional dosing guidelines, procedures, restrictions, and ordering forms relevant to the particular medication are just some of the support materials available electronically. Online formularies can also be linked with an internal Web site that tracks current drug shortages and recalls.
Information is key to preventing medication errors. An online formulary may help reduce medication errors and adverse reactions by integrating medication safety information, including high-alert drugs, FDA safety alerts, and drugs with black-box warnings. This marriage of support materials and current safety information is a significant advance in patient care.
Maintaining an online formulary requires much less time and effort than maintaining a printed formulary. Moreover, many versions of online hospital formularies can be downloaded to a PDA, making them even more accessible to clinicians. Taking advantage of the available technology to disseminate drug information is key to providing the best patient care possible. Decisionmakers in many health care settings should consider this new, care-optimizing technology.
